The study examined the participation of women in cassava production and processing in Imo State, Nigeria. Stratifi ed and simple random samplings were used to select 60 women that engage in the enterprise in the state. Descriptive statistics, participation index and an econometric tool were used to analyze data. The main enterprise objective of the women was household consumption. A grand mean participation index of 3.02 obtained is an indication that the women always participated in the enterprise in the state. The dominant activities of the women were cultivation, cutting of cassava sticks, frying and fi re preparation. Level of education, number of visits by extension agents, access to farm credit, farm income, and cooperative membership were the statistically (p < 0.05) signifi cant factors that affect the respondents in the state. The major constraints faced by the respondents were non-ownership of farm land, pre-occupation with household chores, inadequate farm size and high cost of processing. It is recommended that the respondents should belong to cooperative associations, and form effective linkage with agricultural extension agencies in the area. There is need to review the existing system of land acquisition and ownership in the area in order to give women greater access to and control of productive resources.
INTRODUCTION
An understanding of gender contributions to food output in rural households in Nigeria is important. This will ensure effective allocation of production resources within the rural households. The attendant increase in agricultural production arising from this will increase the farm output of the households and improve their standard of living. Numerous studies indicate that rural development policies directed at the household may not have their intended effects or produce unintended negative outcomes, unless the role and position of gender in rural households are explicitly taken into account (Odii, 1996) . Women in Nigeria form an active and reserve labour force but they rarely own the means of productions (Rahman, 2004) . However, the position of women in meeting challenges of agricultural development cannot be over emphasized. Women make a signifi cant contribution to food production; they provide 60-80% of agricultural labour and are responsible for 80% of food production (Mgbada, 2002; Rahman, 2004) . Socio-economic and political obstacles have for long been intensifying gender inequality and exacerbating poverty among women (Rahman and Haruna, 1999) .
Under male-dominated social structures and political systems, women do not derive equal access to land, technology, education and resources (Tanko, 1994) . The problem of food shortages in Nigeria has been attributed to an acute dearth of male labour and a shift of farm responsibilities to the women (Igben, 1988; Okigbo, 1989; Uwadie, 1993) . There has also been a great disparity between women and men in the size of land holdings as well as any overall trend of increasing landlessness pressure (Quisumbing, 1994) .
Cassava and cassava-based products are the most important food for the people of southeastern Nigeria. Cassava is almost a daily menu in households especially in southeastern Nigeria. A study on the consumption pattern of cassava in southeastern Nigeria shows that 53.3% and 34% of people ate cassava in various forms daily and every other day, respectively (Okolo, 1986) .
Intensifying efforts to improve the cultivation and processing of cassava will improve the lives of many households in Imo State. In view of the above, the need to analyse the involvement of women in cassava production and processing in Imo State becomes imperative. The objectives of this study are: (i) to describe the socioeconomic characteristics of women that participate in cassava production and processing in the area, (ii) determine the level of women participation in cassava production and processing, (iii) identify the factors that affect women participation in cassava production and processing and, (iv) identify the constraints faced by women in cassava production and processing in the area.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The study was conducted in three Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Imo State. The LGAs were purposively selected from each of the three agricultural zones of the state. They are Ohaji/Egbema LGA in Owerri zone, Ihitte Uboma LGA in Okigwe zone, and Nwangele LGA in Orlu zone. Umuagwo, Onitcha Uboma and Umuozu were the communities purposively selected from each of the LGAs, respectively. Their selection was due to their significant involvement in cassava production and processing in the state. The state is located in southeastern part of Nigeria. It is bounded by Anambra state to the North, Abia state to the East, Rivers state to the South, and Delta state to the West. The state has an area of 5 430 square kilometers representing about 1.02 percent of Nigeria's land mass. The state has an estimated population of about 2.9 million people (FRN Gazette, 2007) . Administratively, the state is divided into 27 Local Government Areas and has 3 agricultural zones of Agricultural Development Programme (ADP) namely: Owerri, Orlu and Okigwe.
Since the target population was not homogenous, stratifi ed sampling was done to isolate the women involved in cassava farming and processing in the area from the rest of the population. Twenty respondents were randomly drawn from a sampling frame prepared there from by the investigator for each of the sampled communities. The total sample size used for the study was sixty.
The instruments for data collection were questionnaire and interview schedule for respondents who are not literate. Data were collected on the socioeconomic characteristics of the sampled farmers as well as the type and unit of their factor inputs. Data were also collected on the cassava production and processing activities undertaken by the respondents in the area.
Simple descriptive statistics such as mean, frequency counts and percentages were used to achieve objectives 1 and 4. A participation index was used to achieve objective 2. The index was constructed using a 3 point Likert scale after Ayoade et al. (2009) . Participation was measured on scale 1-4 in order of importance from; never involved=1-1.99, rarely involved=2-2.99, always involved=3-3.99. The respondents were asked to indicate their level of participation in 14 practices involved in cassava production and processing. Since cassava roots can be processed into various forms (products), the product of interest in this study was garri, the most common processed cassava product in the state. The mean score for each of the practices/ activities was calculated and the grand mean score of all the practices was divided by the number of activities to determine the level of participation of women in cassava production and processing in the area. Participation index was used as the endogenous variable in the regression model.
Ordinary least squares multiple regression analysis was used to achieve objective 3. The model was specifi ed in its explicit form, thus; Four functional forms, linear, exponential, double-log, and semi-log, were fi tted into the model above and the form that best fi ts the regression line, according to economic, statistical, and econometric criteria, was chosen and used for analysis.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
Survey results presented in Table 1 show that the modal class of the respondents was between 35 and 44 years. This represents about 57% of the respondents and is an indication that majority of the respondents were in their middle and active age of life. This is closely followed by the respondents whose age range between 45 and 54 years. This is consistent with the fi ndings of Onuebunwa and Adesope (2006) and Onyemauwa et al. (2007) that women in their early 30s and early 50s take active part in food crop production. Table 1 shows also that about 57% (or 34) of the respondents are in marriage while 15% (or 9) and 17% (or 10) of them were divorced and widowed, respectively. The fi ndings show that about 72 % (or 43) of the respondents do not belong to, and take part in, cooperative activities. Incidentally, most agricultural technology is provided to farmers who belong and take part in cooperative activities. Their nonparticipation in cooperative activities will likely constrain their production and processing activities. This is supported by the fi ndings of Poly-Mbah and Udeogu (2007). Table 1 also shows that about 63% (or 38) of the respondents have no access to farm credit; this may be due to the fact that women are rarely considered credit worthy because they have no collateral (Yisehak, 2008) . This might also be caused by their non-membership of cooperative associations. The modal class of the respondents' years of χ χ experience in cassava production and processing enterprise in the state was 11-20 years. This is closely followed by 21-30 years. About 62% and 23% of the respondents are respectively found in these classes. Relating the level of experience with the age of the respondent as shown in Table 1 , it can be deduced that they started engaging in the enterprises at a very young age. Considering the system of education in Nigeria, Table 1 gave an indication that 55% and 35% of the respondents merely graduated from basic primary and secondary schools, respectively. This fi nding agrees with those of Onyemauwa (2006) and Aqeela et al. (2005) that two thirds of the one billion of illiterate persons in the world are women and girls.With this ill-educated set of people, the goal of most institutional support to improve the productivity of farmers may not be attained. Their poor level of education may have also affected their nonmembership of cooperative societies and poor access to agricultural credit. Illiteracy and lack of adequate education have been identifi ed as part of the major factors militating against institutional support towards agriculture (Poly-Mbah and Udeogu, 2007; Nwaru, 2007) . Enterprise objective of producing mainly for household sustenance has continued to affect the commercialization of agriculture in developing countries. Osugiri (2007) attributes the dominance of subsistence agriculture to the effects of land tenure system in the state. Results shown in Table 1 indicate that only 15% of the respondents in the area produced and processed for commercial purpose whereas 40% had household consumption as their main enterprise objective.
Survey data presented in Table 2 indicate that women participate actively in most of the agricultural cultural and processing practices in the study location. The Table  show that their most signifi cant participation in the cultural practices was in cultivation and cutting of cassava sticks with mean of 3.86 and 3.85, respectively. Fire preparation (using fi re wood) (mean=3.80) and frying the cassava fl our into garri (mean=3.84) were the major cassava processing practices undertaken by the women in the area.
The Table shows that women never involved in activities such as land clearing (mean=1.12), grating/ grinding (mean=1.82), and pressing/tying with stakes (mean=1.42). The fi ndings show also that women rarely participated in bagging the cassava fl our after grinding (mean=2.20) and sieving after pressing (2.96). The grand mean for the participation index, which was found to be 3.02, is an indication that women in the state always participated in cassava production and processing Note: never participated = 1.00-1.99; rarely participated = 2.00-2.99; always participated= 3.00-3.99 Source: Field Survey Data (2010) activities. This agrees with the fi ndings of Okolo (1986) that cassava is women's crop. The results of ordinary least squares multiple regression as presented in Table 3 show that the exponential functional form provided the lead equation of the factors that affect women participation in cassava production and processing in Imo State. Though its coeffi cient of multiple determination (R 2 ) is not as high as those of the linear and the semi-log forms, the exponential form was chosen because it has the least standard error as well as one of the highest number of statistically signifi cant (p<0.05) exogenous variables, it also satisfi ed the a priori expectations. The linear and the semi-log forms were not considered also due to their very high standard error. Accordingly, the analysis is based on the result of the exponential form. The results show that about 54.3% of the variation in the factors affecting women involvement in cassava production and processing in the state was explained by the exogenous variables included in the model. The study shows that there was a signifi cant (p<0.05) and positive relationship between women involvement in cassava production and processing in the state and level of education, number of extension visits, farm income, and cooperative participation. It can be adduced from the above results that as the women attain more education they are better prepared to involve in cassava production and processing. Similarly, as women get more contact with extension agents they are likely to learn modern techniques of cassava production and processing and thus their involvement in them.
Production and processing activities require money. Accordingly, increased farm income will increase the tendency of the women to be involved in the activities. The benefi ts inherent in cooperative membership enable the farmers to have their inputs at reduced price due to bulk purchase and subsidy given by various institutional bodies from time to time. Expectedly, cooperative membership as shown in Table 3 increased the tendency of the farmers to be involved in cassava production and processing activities in the state. Access to credit had a signifi cant (p < 0.05) but negative relationship with women participation in cassava production and processing in the state. This implies that with more credit available to the women there is a less tendency to involve in cassava production and processing in the state. This is contrary to a priori expectation. The reason for this might be that with available credit the women may venture into less risky non-farm activities with faster returns on investment.
The major factors constraining the involvement of women in cassava production and processing in the state as presented in Table 4 are ranked in order of their importance. They include non-ownership of farm land by women, preoccupation of women with household chores, inadequate farm size, and high cost of processing. This is unfortunate since scholars have remarked that women all over the world are taking over farm activities from men (Spurling and Saito, 1992; Uwadie, 1993) . Small size of farm plots, as complained by the women, is to large extent a refl ection of pressure on land. This agrees with the fi ndings of Eboh (1990) and Osugiri (1996) .
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The majority of women in the state have always participated in cassava production and processing and their involvement has been mainly for household consumption. The factors that signifi cantly infl uence women participation in cassava production and processing in the state are their level of education, number of visits to them by agricultural extension agents, their farm income, their participation in cooperative activities, as well as their access to farm credit. The major factors that constrain women involvement in cassava production and processing in the state are non-ownership of farm land, their pre-occupation with household chores, inadequate farm size, as well as high cost of processing cassava roots into the granular-like form called garri.
It is highly recommended that the women should belong to cooperative associations, and link with agricultural extension agents in their area. Further, there is need to review the existing land tenure system in the area and give women greater access to and control of production resources. 
